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On Jan. 12, about 100 state workers protesting the government's mandatory-retirement law ended
their nine-day occupation of the Roman Catholic cathedral in San Salvador. Protest leaders agreed
to vacate the cathedral in exchange for negotiations with the government. However, President
Armando Calderon Sol has so far conceded little if anything to workers in the dispute. Meanwhile,
new protests flared up extending to the eve of the Feb. 8 visit by Pope John Paul II. The protesters,
mostly workers laid off by the Ministry of Public Works, took over the cathedral to press their
demand that the government reinstate workers who they say were arbitrarily included in the total
of 15,000 slated for firing under the retirement law (Ley Temporal de Compensacion Economica),
passed last October. The law sets compensation for laid-off workers (see NotiSur, 11/30/95).
When the occupation began on Jan. 4, Salvador Acuna, secretary general of the public works
employees union (ATMOP), said that the government must agree to reinstate 2,000 workers
already fired. But, in the face of Calderon Sol's refusal to negotiate until the cathedral occupation
ended, protest leaders reduced the demand to 1,500 workers and then to 1,000. The cathedral
occupation was the first of its kind since the end of the civil war in 1992. During the war there were
numerous such occupations carried out in the name of peace and social justice. One of the protesters
underscored the symbolic importance of the site by saying that the cathedral would "guarantee"
success of the protest campaign that has been underway since last October.
"If we give up the cathedral we will lose the negotiations," he said. Protestors linked their dispute
over jobs to the social struggles of the 1980s by playing through loudspeakers a recording of a
homily by Archbishop Arnulfo Romero in which he called for "an end to repression." Romero
was assassinated by right-wing death squads in 1980. On Jan. 12, the government's human rights
advocate (ombudsman), Victoria Aviles, stepped into the fray and urged the protesters to vacate
the building and to continue "defending your rights through legal means." She argued that further
confrontation would be counterproductive because of the administration's "negative attitude"
toward negotiation while the takeover continued. By offering to act as mediator in a fresh round of
talks, Aviles gave the protesters a way to back out of a situation made difficult by the president's
intransigence and by accusations from government and Church officials that the workers planned to
ruin the papal visit.
Responding to Aviles's offer, Acuna promptly announced that the protestors would end the
occupation "as a demonstration of flexibility." "We accept [Aviles's] plea, but with the condition that
the government show a willingness to resolve the conflict," said Acuna. With that, the confrontation
ended, though with a decidedly one-sided understanding. The agreement was essentially between
Acuna and Aviles with the government side making no binding concessions. Aviles announced that
the fired workers and the government would restart negotiations on Jan. 15.
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Meanwhile, as protesters prepared to leave the cathedral, the government announced that it
had begun to issue indemnity checks to all dismissed workers as required by the retirement law.
Treasury vice minister Roberto Sorto Fletes said that the government had allocated nearly US$60
million to complete the process of reducing the public payroll. Despite statements by both union
and government officials that negotiations would be restarted once the cathedral takeover ended,
Sorto Fletes's statements seemed to leave nothing to negotiate.
None of the fired employees can be reinstated, he said, because their jobs have been eliminated
and are no longer funded. Indeed, the next round of threats from the protesters was aimed not at
substantive demands but rather at getting the government to make an offer. Aviles announced a
plan for negotiating an end to the dispute. She appealed to the government to offer "serious and
substantive" dialogue with the workers now that they have "reestablished respect for the law,"
by ending the cathedral takeover. She also proposed the creation of a commission of government
and labor representatives to seek a solution. A similar commission set up by the president last year
reached an impasse in November when government representatives refused a labor request that the
nongovernmental human rights commission participate in the discussions (see NotiSur, 11/30/95).
Although Calderon Sol followed through on his promise to join protesters in seeking a solution,
there was no indication what direction the talks might take. "Now that they [the protesters] have
left the cathedral, the [Labor] Minister has instructions to find a solution as soon as possible," said
Calderon Sol. The president, however, refused to offer details on the talks and said the bargaining
position of the government was in the hands of Labor Minister Eduardo Tomasino. Still, it remains
unclear what authority the minister has to bargain, as the president still refuses to meet the union's
principal demand to reinstate fired workers. Union leaders meanwhile have further reduced the
list of workers they want reinstated to 800. As yet, no government proposals have come out of the
renewed talks. From remarks made by the president it seems likely that the government is limiting
its response to agreeing to search for alternative employment for the workers that the union wants
reinstated.
Since talks began, Acuna said the government has done nothing to find jobs for any laid-off workers.
On Jan. 25, some 300 dismissed state employees began another protest but this time over the
slowness in receiving their severance pay under the retirement law. They burned tires and blocked
streets around the office where the indemnity checks were being issued. Calderon Sol blamed
the slow issuance of checks on the laid-off workers who, he said, failed to present the necessary
documents. "What they want is to create a political problem, saying that there is a delay when it is
they who have the primary responsibility to see that they receive their compensations." In the end,
the cathedral takeover did not affect the papal visit as officials had predicted, even though it set back
the timetable for the completion of a renovation project.
On Jan. 14, Archbishop Fernando Saenz Lacalle announced that the Pope would not address
the faithful at the cathedral as planned but would go to the Flor Blanca stadium in San Salvador
instead. The final decision was made by a special Vatican committee, according to Saenz, which
decided that the cathedral could not hold the expected crowd and that there were special security
problems peculiar to the cathedral. [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 01/13/96, 01/14/96; Flor de Izote
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Weekly Report, 01/13-01/22/96; Reuter, 01/12/96, 1/25/96; La Jornada (Mexico), 01/26/96; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 01/12/96, 01/26/96]
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